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Early R em iniscences of 
Railroads
JOHN P. VANDER MAAS
Editor's Note: The John P. Vander Maas Collection of Railroadiana is a large 
and impressive gathering of photographs and other types of source material 
related to one of America's foremost industries. Included are timetables, train 
orders, menus, tickets, passes, photographs of locomotives and equipment, 
postcards, business forms, and much more, all donated by John P. Vander 
Maas. While an article in the April 1988 issue of Books at Iowa discussed 
the ever-growing collection itself, the editors asked Mr. Vander Maas to recall 
some of his memories of railroads. Here, in his own words, are those 
recollections:
Age 10. 1923. I w as a lready  railroad  o rien ted , h av in g  sp en t 
the  six p rev ious sum m ers  in  a M ississippi R iver co ttage th a t 
h a d  nearly  in  its back yard , the  be loved  St. Louis to  B urling ton  
m ain  line of the  C hicago, B urling ton  & Q uincy  R ailroad 
(CB&Q). M y father m an ag ed  a food  p rocessing  com pany  th a t 
h a d  tw en ty  or so p roduce-buy ing  sta tions in  n o rth e a s t M is­
souri an d  so u th  cen tral Iow a. A t one  sta tion  in  K ahoka, 
M issouri, tw en ty -fou r m iles w est of K eokuk, Iow a, th e  m an ­
ager h a d  acqu ired  a y o u n g  fox terrie r w h ich  m y father said  I 
could  have. H e w as to  be sh ip p e d  in  a crate by  Railw ay Express 
on  the  K eokuk & W estern  (K & W) p assen g e r local. (Long ago 
the  K & W  becam e a p a rt  of th e  B urling ton , b u t to  m y fa th e r 's  
genera tion  it w o u ld  alw ays be the  K & W .) C am e th e n  th e  
m agic day. I h a d  b eg u n  early  to  p lead  "L e t's  ge t to  the  s ta tio n ."  
Thus, w e w ere  there  ah ead  of tim e. I w as y e t u n aw are  of the  
delays th a t w ere  a p a rt of early -day  b ranch-line  railroad ing . 
Finally th a t tra in  w as in  sigh t a n d  crep t to  th e  U n ion  D epo t 
passenger track a t K eokuk. The Railw ay Express car do o r w as 
open  a n d  a lm ost a t once th e  m essen g er becam e aw are  of th e
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situa tion  a n d  one crated  dog 
w as p laced  in  the  doorw ay. 
T here  h a d  to be a signatu re  and  
paym en t. T hat I d id  n o t w it­
ness  because I w as already 
reach ing  in  to w elcom e m y 
dog.
A ge 14. 1927. Ten sum m ers 
a lready  in  the  fam ily cottage at 
S andusky , Iow a, a n d  very  near 
a t all tim es to  m y tw o favorites: 
in  fro n t the  M ississippi River 
an d  in  back the  St. Louis to 
B urling ton  m ain  line of the  CB&Q. M y p a re n ts  an n o u n ced  th a t 
a n ew  canoe w as to  be m y  b irth d ay  gift. T ranspo rta tion  from  
O ld  T ow n, M aine, I soon  lea rn ed , w as to  be slow . Sh ipp ing  
w as all by  ra ilroads th en , a n d  in  those  p re-m ega-m erger days 
several d ifferen t ro ad s  w o u ld  be involved . As w as the  custom , 
a copy of th e  w aybill w as m ailed  a n d  w h e n  h a n d e d  to  m e by 
m y father, h e  w as careful to explain  its function . I w as 
fascinated  by  th e  initials of th e  several roads involved  a n d  from  
th a t deve lo p ed  a life-long liking for the  iron  p ikes. Six days 
w eekly  th e  local fre igh t took  th e  sid ing  at S andusky  so the 
u su a l n o r th  a n d  so u th  p assen g e r locals could  opera te  on  the 
single track. I h a d  b een  tau g h t safety  by  the  local freight crew s 
a n d  allow ed  " th e  ru n "  of th e ir train . As soon  as the  bill of 
lad ing  w as h a n d e d  m e I beg an  pes te rin g  the  local fre ight train  
crew  w ith  "D o  you  have  a canoe?" Forever for a fourteen-year- 
old a n d  p robab ly  fifteen days from  O ld  T ow n, M aine. Cam e 
th e n  th a t m em orab le  day  w h e n  a crew  m em ber ho llered  "W e 
have a canoe for y o u " . T hey carefully  u n lo ad ed  an d  to ted  it to 
the  fro n t y a rd  of th e  cottage. All laboring  m ales carried  sharp  
pocket kn ives th e n  so the  sisal tw ine  ho ld in g  the  b u rlap  layers 
w as soon  off a n d  th ey  carried  it o u t on  the  fam ily sw im m ing 
dock  a n d  p laced  it in  the  b ig  river.
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Sample waybill
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A ge 18. 1931. D uring  m y fresh m an  year a t G rinnell College, 
m y b es t friend  w as Roy Snellm an  of N o rth  Ironw ood , Gogebic 
C oun ty , M ichigan, a n d  an  inv ita tion  cam e for a fishing trip. 
M any  p leasan t su rp rises  aw aited  m e. The U p p er Pen insu la  of 
M ichigan w as u n d e v e lo p e d  th en . The fam ily lived above a 
one-m an  genera l sto re  o p e ra ted  by  the  fa the r w h o  also served 
as cou rt in te rp re te r  b e ing  b ilingual an d  th u s  very  p o p u lar w ith  
h is m ostly  F inn ish -im m igran t p o p u la te d  trade  area. The 
m o th e r w as barely  able to  converse  in  English, b u t b lessed  w ith  
h e r na tive  F in land  bak ing  ability. I soon  lea rn ed  " iltapäi­
väk ah v i"  a n d  a table lad en  w ith  all so rts of hom e bak ing  w as a 
never-m issed  daily  ritua l as w as the  w eekly  sauna  steam  bath . 
Fly fish ing  o n  the  P resque  Isle River w as the  objective b u t no  
au to  ro ad s  a t all existed  th en  n o r th  or n o rth eas t of N orth  
Ironw ood; g e tting  th ere  w as easily a rran g ed  by  th e  influential 
fa ther w ith  the  nea rby  railroad  ag en t a n d  a trackm an. O n  the 
ap p o in te d  m o rn in g  a fou r-w heel section car w as p a rk ed  on  the  
track a n d  w aiting  for the  tw o  of us. I a sked  the  agen t w h a t the 
DSS an d  A (D u lu th  S ou th  Shore & A tlantic) rep re sen te d  and  
w ith o u t a b link  he  said  " D am n  Sm all Salary an d  A b u se ."  W e 
quickly lo ad ed  o u r w eek 's  back packs on  the  section car. I 
en joyed  every  foot of the  tw en ty  p lu s  m ile ride  to Tula, a m ere 
flag s top  n ea r the  P resque  Isle River. E nrou te  all w as w ilder­
ness  a n d  trees except n o w  a n d  th e n  ev idence of tim ber cutting , 
b u t very  sm all as all w as d o n e  by  h a n d  axe at th a t tim e. The 
w alk  n o r th  to  Lake Superio r w as m em orab le  for good fishing, 
h u g e  m osqu itoes, a n d  sh o u ld e rs  th a t ached  from  back strap  
tugg ing . All these  m inor p rob lem s w ere  quickly set aside by 
ju s t m y  first v iew  of Lake Superior. T here again  M r. Snellm an 
h a d  scored w ith  a p re-a rran g ed  m o to r boat to  take us " hom e". 
N o toy boat, as safety  on  Lake S uperio r m ean t a fisherm an 's  
scow , w ith  a severa l-m an  crew . A p p aren tly  their occupation  in 
F in land  w as ocean  fish ing  so th ey  w ere  a t hom e on  o u r in land  
sea.
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Editor's Note: John Vander Maas's interest in railroads still contin­
ues. While he was employed as a special agent for the CB&Q during 
World War II, John spent most of his life working in agribusiness. In 
the meantime, he spends innumerable hours on his "hobby"  of 
gathering railroadiana into a collection that is now coming to the 
University of Iowa Libraries in annual installments.
Duluth South Shore & Atlantic caboose, 1911.
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